Although some inaccuracies reflect prejudice or ignorance on the part of the writer, it is fair to say that accuracy is constrained by the very nature of the creative process. A writer uses dialect to convey a message about character or setting in the very limited space of the text. As with physical descriptions, a few features necessarily represent the whole. In The Outside Man, for example, Richard North Patterson (1982) evokes the impression of Southern dialect by emphasizing just a few features. The title character and narrator, an outsider to Southern society, makes this observation:
If the absence of these dialect features gives a character a cultured air, their presence has the opposite effect. The narrator in this example is trying to locate an address:
2. I approached one of the old men, whittling in overalls, wood shavings curled at his feet. "Help me find something?" I asked.
He spat a brown stream of tobacco juice and looked up with a surprising smile that lacked several teeth. "Might could." The words were guttural and half-swallowed. "What you looking for?" [144] The might could in this man's mouth is as effective as the tobacco juice in indicating his casual demeanor and working-class status.
In using the double modal to stereotype Southern speech, Patterson, himself an outsider to the South, on two occasions misrepresents the contexts in which double modals naturally occur. In (2)- (4) might could appears without a subject in surface structure. However, unlike (2) , in which I is the understood subject, (3) and (4) have existential it as the understood subject. In (2), the author rightly uses the double modal to convey a degree of uncertainty expressed by the character regarding his own intentions. 3 In (3), the degree of uncertainty applies to the cause of the murder; in (4), it applies to the probability of the listener's actions. The semantic and syntactic contexts of (3) and (4) are not those in which a native Southerner uses a double modal. Linguists, too, sometimes misrepresent the contexts in which Southern features are likely to occur. Generalizations from atlas surveys conducted decades ago may be made to appear as though they hold true for Southerners today. The notion, for example, that Southerners retain the /w///hw/ distinction in words such as wheelbarrow, whinny, and wharf is indicated by Kurath and McDavid (1961) and presupposed in more recent research, but recent surveys suggest that Southerners are now participating in the /w///hw/ merger. 4 Similarly, atlas data summarized in some linguistic textbooks leave the impression that for the past tense of dive, dived is characteristic of Southern United States speech and dove is Northern, but young people in the South today more commonly say dove (Bernstein 1994) .
One problem, then, with relying on linguistic atlas data is that features of an earlier era may be used to describe speech of present-day Southerners. Another problem is that atlas data tend to stereotype Southern speech in the way that Molly Ivins suggested. Atlas surveys of the United States did not draw random samples of people in the regions they covered; instead, field-workers were specifically instructed to prefer a sample of older, lesseducated, more-rural, less-well-traveled informants. Although dialect geographers have generally differentiated among regional and social categories within the South, summaries of features from atlas samples necessarily leave the impression that "Southern dialect" is less cultured than the speech of the general population.
Fortunately, some linguists are helping to break down the negative Southern stereotype. First, they are demonstrating that there is no single "Southern dialect." The more that is discovered about particular features used in regionally or socially isolated communities, the clearer it becomes that there is a great deal of linguistic diversity within the South. 5 Second, they are using broad-based surveys to which linguistic atlas surveys can be compared; from these scientifically drawn samples, patterns emerge of differences among social groups within a region as well as among regional groups within the South. 6 Finally, in drawing conclusions about dialect features, linguists are specifying more accurately the population that was sampled and the methods by which data were gathered. These strategies are especially important for research in an area where misrepresentation so often carries with it negative social causes and consequences. 
